THE AUTHENTIC BIOGRAPHY OF  COLONEL BECK

out during such conversations. He always conducts
them in tactful fashion, leading his partner on to the
subjects convenient for him and avoiding undesirable
ones. But in case of need he boldly deals with the most
difficult queries put to him. Once when a foreign
diplomat asked him something and admitted in advance
that he was perhaps indiscreet, the Minister replied
in the words of Oscar Wilde's famous aphorism:
" Questions are never indiscreet, answers sometimes

are."

As you further watch the Minister in his dealings with
many different varieties of men you gradually acquire a
knowledge of his nature as a whole. He is intensely
ambitious, yearns to play a great role, and does not
* suffer fools gladly/ Sometimes he gives offence on
this account, for he is himself quick to discern the real
core of a question, and he has no patience for those who
miss their goal through getting entangled in barren and
pedantic formulas. Perhaps that is why he is credited
with a certain dislike of lawyers.
He has not much sense of humour, if by humour is
meant a rollicking and good-natured tolerance of the
ups and downs of life. On the other hand, he has a
great deal of what the French call esprity and his ironical
and caustic comments sometimes penetrate to that
deeper side of life where the comic abuts on the tragic.
Like all men who feel they have a big role to play, he
cherishes a certain amount of resentment which at times
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